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On July 12, a joint session of the Venezuelan Congress approved a ten-day extension of President
Rafael Caldera's decree suspending constitutional rights. Caldera published the decree on June 27
as the country slipped further into the worst economic crisis in its history, one which has spilled
over into the social and political realms.
Caldera, who took office on Feb. 2, faces almost insurmountable obstacles in bringing order out of
the chaos that he inherited. In his campaign last year, he promised to maintain economic stability
while softening the impact of the neoliberal policies initiated by ousted former president Carlos
Andres Perez. Perez was forced out of office in May 1993 and is now in jail awaiting trial before the
Supreme Court for misappropriation and embezzlement of US$17 million in public funds. Before
Caldera was elected, he promised that the social cost of his economic policies would be minimal, but
it was evident even before his inauguration that he would be hard pressed to keep his promise.
Caldera confronted the first crisis of his presidency virtually upon taking office. On Jan. 16, two
weeks before Caldera was sworn in, the worst banking scandal in Venezuela's history and one of
the costliest ever in Latin America exploded after the government closed down Banco Latino, the
nation's second largest bank. Investigators had discovered that bank officials had absconded with
hundreds of millions of dollars. By the time warrants were issued for the arrest of bank executives,
however, most had fled the country.
Once Caldera took office in February, the government took over management of Banco Latino, and
it was reopened in April after a state infusion of over US$3 billion. But then in June, eight other
banks were virtually nationalized as the government scrambled to prevent a collapse of the financial
system. All told, since the Banco Latino scandal, the government has spent an additional US$4.385
billion dollars in bail-out money to save the banks. Complicating the banking crisis is nearly a 100%
devaluation of national currency in the first half of 1994. The devaluation has fueled inflation, which
could climb above 100% by year-end. That has in turn greatly aggravated social tensions, since
unemployment affects nearly 15% of the economically active population, and an estimated 80% of
Venezuela's 20 million people now lives below the poverty line.
Faced with a crisis that was spinning out of control, Caldera declared a financial and economic
emergency on June 27 and issued a decree that suspended a series of constitutional rights. The
suspended guarantees include the right to own private property and the protection against its
expropriation, the right not to be arrested without a warrant, the right of inviolability of the home,
the right to freely engage in any legal economic activity, and the right to freedom of movement of
persons and goods. Caldera said the measures were necessary since the seriousness of the economic
crisis causes "insecurity and distrust, affects the life of the country, and threatens public peace." In
fact, Minister of Interior Ramon Escovar Salom added that the government was forced to decree
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the state of emergency since "subversive groups" were using the economic crisis to foment public
unrest. Indeed, during the past few weeks, rumors of coup d'etat conspiracies have abounded.
The Venezuelan armed forces is still feeling the effects of the two unsuccessful coup attempts by
dissident military personnel in 1992. The release of former army officers jailed for their roles in the
1992 coup attempts has in part fueled the rumors of new conspiracies. Caldera had promised during
his campaign to release all military personnel being held on charges related to the coup attempts.
As a result, on June 21 the last detained military officer, retired Gen. Francisco Visconti Osorio, was
released from jail. Visconti Osorio leader of the Nov. 27, 1992 attempted coup attempt had returned
to Venezuela at the beginning of June to face charges after spending two years in exile in Peru.
Within days of his release, he was denying rumors that he was planning a new coup.
Retired Lt. Col. Hugo Chavez Frias leader of the Feb. 4, 1992, coup attempt was released in April
and is also the subject of coup rumors. Chavez is an outspoken critic of the government and
insists that the country is ripe for more violence if profound social and political changes are not
forthcoming (see NotiSur, 04/29/94). Chavez's charismatic style and populist rhetoric lends itself
to speculation that he will lead another uprising. Nevertheless, the suspension of constitutional
rights has generated a backlash against the government, especially since Defense Minister Rafael
Montero Revette publicly denied on July 1 that there is any threat of a coup in Venezuela. "The
statements by the Defense Minister that there is no coup plot contradicts other statements," said
Causa R congressional deputy Vladimir Villegas.
"If there is no plot, there is no reason to maintain in effect the suspension of political guarantees."
Moreover, human rights organizations charge that since the presidential decree was issued, police
and military intelligence personnel have violated human rights by targeting banking officials,
military personnel, and neighborhood leaders with unwarranted searches, orders to appear before
state security forces, and arbitrary arrests.
Many opposition groups say the state of emergency is unconstitutional since the conditions
necessary to suspend individual rights as outlined in the Magna Carta do not exist. "None of the
reasons given by the government demonstrate a threat to the constitutional fabric of the country,
the only justification for decreeing restrictions to individual rights," read a statement by Provea,
a prominent human rights group in Venezuela. According to the Constitution, a presidential
decree suspending constitutional guarantees must be approved by Congress within ten days.
Consequently, the executive appealed for the legislature's support, imploring Congress not to
remove "the only instrument of action that the government has at the present time to combat
speculation, hoarding of food, black marketing, and drug trafficking." Nevertheless, the issue
remains unresolved in the legislature.
On July 12, Congress extended the decree for ten days in order to allow a specially-appointed
commission to prepare a report on conditions in Venezuela prior to bringing the matter to a
definitive vote. Meanwhile, Caldera's popularity is rapidly declining among the public, dropping
from an 85% approval rate when he took office in February to 54% in June. To deflect criticism,
Caldera is now proposing a constitutional amendment that would authorize "national consultations"
to decide issues of national interest, including cutting short the president's term of office. "If at
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any time the people who elected me demonstrate their desire that I not continue in power, I am
prepared to accept their decision," said Caldera.

-- End --
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